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Abstract
American regional literature recognizes Jeffersonian ideals of egalitarian 
democracy and anti-elitist politics, but also confronts John Crow Laws of 
racial discrimination, revealing the passions of marginalized and repressed 
individuals that Southern writers like Carson McCullers handle with 
intuitive awareness. The interminable ghosts of American regionalism, 
loneliness, deviance, prejudice, madness and angst, haunt the writings of 
McCullers. She becomes the characters she creates, revealing the strange 
unconscious mind lurking below the surface of civilized society. Her works 
are bleached by images of unconventional morality, sexual deviance, racial 
prejudice, female madness and psychological angst, set within the troubling 
race relations and class discrimination of the Deep South. McCullers’ 
novels are often seen as representations of a universal human predicament 
that require a stoic acceptance of the tragic and violent. Her morbid 
fascination with the unconscious and tender compassion for the 
marginalized is never disappointing. Though unclear about God and 
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Church, McCullers believes in the therapeutic power of Christian ethics 
that often forces the strong to empathize with the weak. She explores the 
hidden motives of her characters revealing their animal passion or monk-
like asceticism. Her characters enact their inexorable destinies on a dreary 
landscape out of an irresistible inner urge for self-expression without the 
hope of transformation. McCullers presents the dreamlike inner world of 
her novels through her precise, almost poetic prose that mesmerizes the 
reader with its vivid images and symbols. Her denouements reveal the 
troubling spiritual and psychological sickness of American society that 
continues to haunt after half a century.
American novelist Carson McCullers (1917-1967) creates stories from the 
loneliness of individuals in a society divided by race, gender and identity without 
the redeeming grace of salvation. She represents a body of Southern writers in 
America, from Zola Hurston (1891-1960) and Flannery O'Connor (1925-1964) to 
Richard Wright (1908-1960) and William Faulkner (1897-1962), who wrote about 
racial prejudice, deviant sexuality, psychic violence, female madness, and 
psychological angst over half a century ago. As America implodes claiming its 
European past McCullers's writings haunt the present by their poignant images 
of aloneness and discontent. Her world is often sinister and elemental poised 
between the rational and irrational. Here characters spring to life, tasting their 
own urgencies, seducing the world into violence or silence. McCullers fictional 
characters enact their terrible and compulsive destines, unable to change the 
tragic course of their lives. The causality of circumstance arbitrates the lives of 
her characters represented through the regret of a forlorn geography and the 
painful heat of changing seasons. The regional and repressed become poignant 
reminders of the imperfections of human being and society.
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Regional literature in America has always revealed the dark and repressed side of 
the nation, and, therefore, suffers the ignominy of backwardness. Once more, in 
the twenty-first century, American civil society grapples with issues that 
Southern literature once confronted. Robert Jackson believed that the region was 
“an integral part of American identity” but lacked the ‘ethical past’ of European 
literature as the original condition of freedom in America arose out of “slavery 
not utopia”. The historical narrative of freedom in America traced the shift from 
“colonial subjugation to republican independence” and expressed somewhat 
“ambivalent attitudes” towards American culture and region (Jackson, 2005 1-6). 
Freedom emerged from the throes of slavery and lacked the ideal component of 
egalitarianism. American regional writers endorsed Jeffersonian ideals of a 
robust democracy and anti-elitist status quo and battled with Caucasian 
domination and repressed passion to bring out a troubled vision of America. 
American regionalism promoted an overpowering sense of nationalism and race 
somewhat different from European regionalism which stood for healthy 
individualism and demographic diversity. The geographical rootedness of 
Southern writers and the violence of repressed sexuality they embodied can help 
us to better understand some of the concerns of American society and culture. 
Writers like Faulkner and McCullers were exceptional in this regard. They 
brought out the dark unconscious of the American psyche through themes of 
uncontrollable passions, scheming revenge and unchristian discrimination. It is 
possible to claim that American literary imagination exists not so much in its 
Northern urban literature but Southern rural literature. 
The Dark Unconscious in McCullers 
McCullers reveals the sense of desperation and loneliness by writing from the 
inside, capturing the inner world of her characters through her lyrical and almost 
dreamlike prose. She makes sure that the reader understands the inexorable 
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destinies of her characters through a detailed account of their compulsive 
behavior, not their circumstances. Rising above the middle class morality of the 
American South, she fuses her literary consciousness with the psyche of her 
characters and reveals the troubled heart of abnormal, unwanted people. She 
writes with an uncanny precision about the unconscious mind universalizing a 
specific geography and era. Even after a century her works reverberate with a 
critical rhetoric of the murky underbelly of America, its predilections and hidden 
preferences. Her representation of marginalized individuals, deviants and power-
hungry whites is born out of a “subconscious need for communication” a burning 
desire for “self-expression” (McCullers, 1981 277). The honesty of her 
representation of the inner landscape is unmatched in American literature. 
Marguerite Young calls her a “poetic symbolist,” one who is “a seeker after those 
luminous meanings which always do transcend the boundaries of the 
stereotyped, the conventional, and the so-called normal” (Young, 1996 14). 
Perhaps it is better to call her a psychic symbolist who does not seek “luminous 
meaning” but ferrets out meaning from the dark unconscious, the subterranean 
realms of desire and gives it luminosity. 
Literature always provides a prophetic vision and a peek into the past. Often new 
possibilities and problems that a society faces are represented in its literature. 
Going back to literature often helps us to find solutions that plague society in the 
present. Problems of color and class are integral part of American society that 
Southern literature confronted in the early decades of the twentieth century. 
Obviously the way we understand literature undergoes a change depending on 
the priorities and concerns of a particular generation or age. Much of the 
scholarship on McCullers before the 1960s had to do with regionalism, race 
relations and white identity. But during the decades of the 1970s and 1980s 
critical scholarship on McCullers began to change bringing in new approaches 
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based on New Historicism, feminism, ethnography and post structuralism. With 
the rise of new identity politics in the 1960s representations of history, gender 
and race became more important than themes of loneliness, sexual repression 
and love (Logan, 1996 10). The whirligig of scholarship may take new directions 
under the pressure of ideology and departmental survival, but the thematic 
context and concerns of the writer do not. Issues connected to lack of faith, an 
absent theology, compassion for the poor, mystical synergy, inability to love, 
visceral passion are abiding concerns of Southern writing that McCullers 
inherited. McCullers however designed her own philosophy of life. She 
recognized the presence of the divine but found that God did not play a 
significant role in her universe. He was present in his absence.
McCullers skirted the narrow constraints of a Southern Christian morality 
bringing together different aspects of individuals and social life useful to her 
craft within the domain of her imagination. She did not enunciate a clear position 
on the existence of God or authority of the Church but followed a humane 
Christian ethics and empathized with the weak and poor (Graver, 1969 115-6). 
However in her technique of fiction she assumed “the responsibility of God” and 
granted her characters “a moral freedom accountable only to the author” herself 
(McCullers, 1981 273). She wrote about the deaf mutes, the voyeur, the peeping 
toms, the army homosexuals, sexually repressed women, acerbic whites, the 
nymphomaniacs, the psychopaths, the persecuted Negroes, and the maladjusted 
immigrants through images, shadows and silences pulling out perspectives often 
ignored by other writers. She used the margins of silence to suggest the 
unspoken, the hidden and hibernating. She introduced characters hounded by 
loneliness and guilt, “suspended between radiance and darkness” seeking a 
“swift illumination”. She gave the reader a “glimpse of human struggle and 
valor” passing though “the endless fluid passage of humanity through endless 
Studies in the English Language & Literature    No. 81 December  2017  [pp.107-135]
－ 112－
time” (McCullers, 1982 312). In one of her poems, “Saraband,” she talked of the 
sorrows of life and ideological divisions of this world as part of her response to 
existence and Southernism, especially in the following lines, 
Select your sorrows if you can,
Edit your ironies, even grieve with guile,
Adjust to a world divided
What demands your candid senses stoop to labyrinthine wiles
What natural alchemy lends
To the scrubby grocery boy with dirty hair
The lustre of Apollo, or Golden Hyacinth’s fabled stare,
If you must cross the April park, be brisk:
Avoid the cadence of the evening, eyes from afar
Lest you be held as a security risk
Solicit only the evening star (McCullers, 1972 300). 
McCullers talked about the inescapable realities of “sorrows” and “ironies” that 
writers must cunningly express, “even grieve with guile”. Before they “stoop to 
labyrinthine wiles” and use the “alchemy” of their craft to represent Apollo’s 
rationality or Hyacinth’s perspective they must learn to deal with a “divided” 
world, where nothing is perfect. McCullers realized that to represent pain 
through literature it was necessary to empathize, become one with the sufferer, 
the sojourner, the deaf mute, or an identity-less person. The psychological 
identification and emotional bonding with her characters was imperative, given 
the imperfections of this world and our understanding of it.
McCullers was deeply involved with her characters as all writers perhaps are, but 
she became one with the feelings and perspectives of her characters, so much so 
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that she lost the ability of disengage and objectify. In The Mortgaged Heart 
written in 1955 McCullers explained at length about her craft, especially her 
ability to enter the minds of her characters and feel as they did.
When I write about a thief, I become one; when I write about Captain 
Penderton, I become a homosexual man; when I write about a deaf mute, I 
become dumb during the time of the story. I become the characters I write 
about and I bless the Latin poet Terence who said, ‘Nothing human is alien 
to me’ (McCullers, 1981 282).
McCullers, believed that she could enter the psyche of her characters revealing 
the kinks in their lives and the predilections that led them to catastrophe. She 
was able to include the non-religious, the marginalized, and the outcast as 
characters in her fiction and presented their vision authentically.
McCullers brought a dreamlike, almost mesmeric quality to her prose that verges 
towards poetry. Some scholars do not agree with this assessment. Lawrence 
Graver criticizes McCullers writing for its lack of “artistry” and “luridness” of 
subject. Graver is unwilling to grant McCullers’s Reflections a symbolic reading 
and argues that the novel “never establishes credible connections with any world, 
literal or fantastic, and that its understanding of psychology is misty to the point 
of meaninglessness” (Graver, 1969 21-22).  Some of McCullers psychology seems 
impractical. It is impossible to believe that Private Williams sneaks into 
Leonora’s bedroom, sits by her bedside and watches her sleep night after night 
without being discovered by her. Even Leonora’s sick neighbor Alison sees 
Private Williams sitting by Leonora’s bedside and informs Captain Penderton 
about his presence. Captain Penderton laughs her off and escorts her back to her 
home. It is implausible that Penderton, who has been following Private Williams 
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towards the end of the story, fails to see him in or around his house. Sometimes 
we feel that McCullers does not grasp outer reality the way she does the inner. 
But Graver’s criticism is rather harsh and subjective. McCullers captures both the 
detail of character and scenery accurately and chooses unconventional characters 
that live in conventional environments. She may not be true to the principles of 
western psychology especially in her depiction of bedroom scenes vis-à-vis 
Leonora and other male characters but often than not her representation of 
psychological conflict and struggle, especially the jungle scene between an 
exhausted and sexually excited Captain Penderton and a relaxed and naked 
Private Williams, are plausible. Perhaps Graver might want McCullers’ character 
undergo a transformation, and change for the better, but that is not within the 
domain of American writing. Comprehending inner conflict is one thing, but 
suggesting techniques of inner transformation is another. Critics must judge 
McCullers by what she believes in and writes about. She assumes that writing 
should be a “wandering” a kind of “dreaming occupation” (McCullers, 1981 
283). 
McCullers believed that it was possible for a writer to pull out the unconscious 
through the power of the imagination and magnetize it in fiction. She wrote,
The intellect is submerged beneath the unconscious—the thinking mind is 
best controlled by the imagination. Yet writing is not something amorphous 
and unintellectual. Some of the best novels and prose are as exact as a 
telephone number, but few prose writers can achieve this because of the 
refinement of passion and poetry that is necessary. I don’t like the word 
prose; it’s too prosaic. Good prose should be fused with the light of poetry; 
prose should be l ike poetry, poetry should make sense l ike prose 
(McCullers, 1981 283).
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For a writer to be exact like a ‘telephone number’ and yet be refined and 
passionate were high standards McCullers set for herself. But emotive writing 
was not all. It should make “sense like prose,” that is, be plausible and sound.
McCullers understood her childhood environment of the South—the fauna, flora, 
accents, politics, seasons and memory. She reincarnated the voices of the South 
in her works and made them come alive with imagination and insight. In “The 
Flowering Dream” she wrote,
It is only with imagination and reality that you get to know the things a novel 
requires. Reality alone has never been that important to me….The 
imagination combines memory with insight, combines reality with the 
dream…Many authors find it hard to write about new environments that 
they did not know in childhood. The voices heard from childhood have a 
truer pitch. And the foliage—the trees of childhood—are remembered more 
exactly. When I work from within a different locale from the South, I have to 
wonder what time the flowers are in bloom—and what flowers? … No 
matter what the politics, the degree or non-degree of liberalism in a 
Southern writer, he is still bound to this peculiar regionalism of language 
and voices and foliage and memory (McCullers, 1981 284-5).
In her works she lived up to those high standards she had set for herself. Her 
mixing of imagination and reality created the mood, temper and central vision of 
each story that the reader could sense. The imagery brought alive the dreariness 
of her locales and the nostalgia of remembering connected to her childhood 
experiences. Childhood experiences are usually bigger than what they actually 
are. Children often see the adult world as protective or threatening. Often 
childhood memories create Dickensian angels and ogres to which McCullers was 
no exception.
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McCullers’ world presented desperate and lonely characters, characters who 
tested their courage and psyche by entering a dark world of misunderstanding, 
distrust and loneliness. She culled out images from her childhood experiences. 
Through realistic images and symbols she could sketch the inner landscape of an 
alcoholic, mute”, un-joined person, Mozart lover, a black doctor, a reclusive 
voyeur, a Francophile Filipino, mad adulterous woman or homosexual killers. 
Even black writers like Richard Wright could sense the “astonishing humanity” 
of McCullers in handling” Negro characters” with “ease and justice” which 
sprang from her overarching “humanity and tenderness” (Wright, 1940). The 
mysterious yearnings and social isolation of characters in The Heart is a Lonely 
Hunter (1940) forced McCullers to find unique solutions to the desire for love 
and belonging that were part of her childhood memories.  In The Member of the 
Wedding (1946) McCullers gives to Frankie Addams a yearning to find out what 
brings people together, what “joins them” and what separates them (McCullers, 
1946 1). 
Even after a century of her birth anniversary, the major reckonings of her 
fictional characters reverberate the literary landscape of America. The sense of 
hopelessness that prevailed in the wake of Roosevelt's New Deal and the Great 
Depression of the 1920s brought a new urgency to the literary imagination of 
America. Americans sensed the World War reignite in Europe and yearned for 
change, yearned for a better world. The teenage girl Mick Kelly of The Heart is a 
Lonely Hunter symbolized the lives of many teenagers who dreamt to succeed 
and find happiness in America. The deaf mute John Singer and the half-mad 
Anacleto grappled with problems of race, inequality and apathy representing the 
adult world. McCullers confronted the problems of lesser human beings and the 
gaps between expected idealism and day-to-day reality. Obviously she posed 
political questions of gutless conformity, the apathy of the status quo, empty 
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promises and self-seeking white concerns of privileged and self-seeking elites. 
Behind McCullers writing is a “history of barbarous splendor, ruined poverty, 
and family hauteur” that is reflected through images and symbols such as 
nondescript houses and small town cafes (McCullers, 1961 62). The class and 
race divide in McCullers reflects a larger divide of ideology and nations. In the 
midst of an incommensurable world the cafe is perhaps the last refuge of lonely 
individual.   
The Café in McCullers
The cafe stands out in McCullers as a subliminal divide between ideal and real, 
camaraderie and loneliness, expectation and exhaustion and takes the novel to a 
new level of compulsive social behavior. The desire to seek company and yet be 
alone propels character to go to the café. All kinds of strange and helpless people 
are at the café. The cafe is both a place to overcome loneliness and yet to become 
lonelier. The sense of human helplessness is more apparent in McCullers than in 
Hemingway and Faulkner as McCullers reveals the psychological hurt from the 
inside more in terms of individual consciousness than as flashback or surreal 
representation. She believes that the more sensitive and persecuted you are the 
more you feel the banality of existence and the dreariness of landscape and fall a 
victim to a do-nothing syndrome. The sad cafes of her stories reveal the 
loneliness of men and women mesmerized by an event or hankering for new 
urban possibilities. Often her characters follow their own predilections and 
yearnings, seeking shadows to hide or a space to breathe. Undoubtedly the 
autobiographical element dominates the emotional and actual landscape of her 
stories. Living in a hot town like Columbus Georgia, McCullers hankered for the 
pleasures of big city like New York. In “How I Began to Write” a 1948 article, 
McCullers confesses,
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I dreamed of the distant city of skyscrapers and snow, and New York was the 
happy mise en scène of that first novel I wrote when I was fifteen years old. 
The details of the book were queer: ticket collectors on the subway, New 
York front yards—but by that time it did not matter, for already I had begun 
another journey. That was the year of Dostoyevsky, Chekov and Tolstoy—
and there were the intimations of an unsuspected region equidistant from 
New York. Old Russia and our Georgia rooms, the marvelous solitary region 
of simple stories and the inward mind”” (McCullers, 1981 256-57) 
She was able to put the image of New York into scenes of the New York Café in 
The Heart is a Lonely Hunter. Living in Georgia, the “intimations” from world 
literature especially Russian came to her and a new yearning began, but the 
setting was always the solitary “Georgia rooms” that claimed ruminations of the 
“inward mind”. In The Ballad of the Sad Café (1943) she describes its working 
class dreariness,
The town itself is dreary; not much is there except the cotton mill, the two-
room houses where the workers live, a few peach trees, a church with two 
colored windows, and a miserable main street only a hundred yards long…
The winters here are short and raw, the summers white with glare and fiery 
hot. (McCullers, 1955 1). 
McCullers explores the tensions of the place and what it takes for the human 
spirit to break down. The customers of the cafe are nondescript working class 
folks who merge within the dreary environment. They are like the mechanical 
cotton mills, the solitary church, and the miserable street moving slowly like a 
machine.   
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The sad cafés also represent the wild abandon of bygone days juxtaposed against 
the feeble present. The sad café in The Ballad of a Sad Café, now closed, tells the 
story of the owner Miss Amelia Evans and her hunchback Cousin Lymon, the 
latter being responsible for the “success and gaiety” of the place (McCullers, 
1951 2). The men and women who inhabit the cafes of McCullers stories are 
perhaps more sensitive and marginalized than Hemingway’s or Faulkner’s; their 
sense of loneliness is more apparent. The reader can feel the dreary landscape of 
the South, and within it the ‘do-nothing’ of life. The sad cafés of her stories show 
the longings of lonely men and women mesmerized by a happening or hankering 
for a bigger city like New York. In The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, the café is 
called New York Café is located on a deserted street where the pretentious name 
suggests a desire to escape. The simple-minded owner of the café Biff Bannon 
presides over drunks, hoodlums and gets hounded by his nagging wife whenever 
he goes upstairs (McCullers, 1981 15-17). The owners of the cafes in McCullers 
novels are strange folks just like the customers, but more fleshed out than the 
waiters of cafés in Hemingway. The cafes in McCullers unlike Hemingway’s are 
not places to rest but a counterpoint to all that the small town is not.
Modern writers and artists have always loved the freedom and openness of the 
French café and wrote in and about them. The café culture brought the private 
and public together mixing pleasure, creativity, socializing and companionship in 
one small place. In the 1920s writers like T. S. Eliot, Gertrude Stein, Hemingway 
and Pablo Picasso frequented the Parisian café La Rotonde in the Montparnasse 
Quarters Hemingway immortalized the café in his short stories like “A Well-
Lighted Place” and his novels The Sun Also Rises and A Moveable Feast where 
people get lost or find themselves in august company. The smelly drunken clients 
of Café des Amateurs and the sadness of winter rains in A Moveable Feast (1964) 
are introduced to us r ight in the first chapter (Hemingway, 2010 3-4). 
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Hemingway loved the ambience of the café and saw it as a metaphor of urban 
companionship and isolation. In the Sun Also Rises (1926) he made his famous 
statement, “No matter what café in Montparnasse you ask a taxi-driver to bring 
you to from the right bank of the river, they always take you to the Rotonde.” 
(Hemingway, 2014 35). He sat in La Closerie des Lilas and wrote the novel. 
Continental writers like Fyodor Dostoevsky and Alexander Pushkin were regular 
customers at The Literary café in St. Petersburg while Franz Kafka and Max 
Brod went to Café Montmartre in Prague. The Elephant House in Edinburg is 
known for J. K. Rowling and café Antico Caffe Greco in Via dei Condotti, Rome 
which began operation in 1760 hosted Lord Byron, Henrik Ibsen, Percy Shelley, 
Christen Anderson and John Keats. Faulkner immortalized the Montparnasse 
café in the story “A Portrait of Elmer; it is here Elmer thought about his past 
Joseph Blotner tells us (Faulkner, 1981 610). The café has always been a place for 
rendezvous between the personal and social, creating a cunning divide between 
isolation and communication. But in literature the café becomes a device to 
reveal character or develop a story. The interaction of fictional characters at the 
café sets the mood, tone of voice, emotion and often reveals the hidden kinds in 
the personality of the characters. In McCullers the forlorn sadness of the café is 
apparent.
McCullers Life and Writing
McCullers life was characterized by a desire to escape the sordidness of a small 
town and this escape characterizes her works. Her characters are rearing to go 
somewhere else, enter another world, alter their consciousness and feel lonely 
when they cannot. McCullers growing up in rural America and family poverty 
colored her views about literature and literary technique. There is a sense of 
regret about life in general, a dislike for the rich and stupid whites and a love for 
the weak and the poor. Her l i fe itsel f was not st ra ight.  She mar r ied 
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unconventionally, entered into unacceptable relationships and died early. She 
came from a family of alcoholics representing a long line of American literary 
alcoholics from Hemingway, Hart Crane, and Herman Melville to Truman 
Capote, Edward Fitzgerald and Faulkner. A bisexual with lesbian inclinations 
McCullers hounded her husband Reeves to suicide. Herself an outsider in a 
middle class dreary town of Columbus she moved to New York at an early stage 
trying to hone her craft and becomes famous. But she always shared a special 
relationship with the town of her birth and imagined it from afar. 
McCullers came from a poor family, and lived a life of depravation which 
developed in her a bitter imagination of regret and want with a penchant for 
abnormal relationships. She wanted to escape the dreariness of a small town by 
going to New York but did not have enough money to do so. The shadows of her 
dreary life and her yearning to escape to the big city find expression in her 
novels. In 1934 she moved to Manhattan to be part of a cosmopolitan writing 
community where she could be better appreciated; in 1940 she published her 
novel The Heart is a Lonely Hunter (1940). But her temperament and health did 
not allow her to become a gregarious literati she wanted to be. The mid-1930s 
was the peak of the economic depression in America and American dream was 
fading for most immigrants and white Americans. American literature, 
especially regional literature picked up the phenomenon of global economic 
depression through themes of aimless wandering and existential anxiety. In 
McCullers the economic depression appears as literary loneliness and 
psychological exile. She had sympathy for the global outcast and exile. She made 
friends with the British exile W. H. Auden and attended his parties. She 
befriended his wife Erika Mann to validate her own abnormal literary vision 
(Agee, 1996 25). 
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Regional writers often look at the world with yearning, finding everything 
beyond the pale exciting and new. It motivates them to find new ideas, new 
techniques and new stories to write about. They are highly motivated to represent 
their geographical limitedness and desire to escape their limitation. In yearning 
and limitation good literature always arises. McCullers found much to learn from 
the Russian realists especially their technique of juxtaposing of opposites—the 
tragic with the humorous, the immense with the trivial. She felt a similarity 
between their approach to life and that of the American Southerners. She was 
intrigued by their technique of representing reality in all its subtle nuances. She 
wrote.
In their approach to life and suffering that the Southerners are so indebted to 
the Russians. The technique briefly is this: a bold and outwardly callous 
juxtaposition of the tragic with the humorous, the immense with the trivial, 
the sacred with the bawdy, the whole soul of man with a materialistic detail 
(McCullers, 1981 258).  
McCullers painted on a large canvas “the whole soul of man with a materialistic 
detail” that often led to suffering and tragedy. Her approach to writing was to 
catch the ordinary and mundane without losing sight of the “immense” and 
“sacred”. The sacred is assumed in her novels but never made explicit. God is not 
absent from her world but somehow does not figure in it.
Though she did not completely accept the label of the grotesque Gothic she 
nonetheless writes about the dark impulses of maladjusted individuals verging on 
the grotesque and bizarre. Virginia Carr argues that in McCullers “freakishness” 
is a sign of “alienation” where characters feel “trapped within a single identity” 
without the possibility of “human communication” (Carr, 1990 3-4). The sense of 
Mukesh Williams.    The Ghosts of American Regionalism in Carson McCullers Novels
－ 123－
being trapped in McCullers is both human limitation and linguistic failure. 
McCullers blurs the margin between sanity and insanity. Both the novels, The 
Heart is A Lonely Hunter and Reflections in a Golden Eye, walk the divide 
between normalcy and lunacy. The emotional intensity she brings to the 
representation of repressed desire can only be matched by Faulkner or Flannery 
O’Connor. 
Even if the Gothic grotesque has lost its appeal with the rise of identity politics 
and urban anonymity, regional morbidity and compassion remain the hallmark of 
American literary tradition. Though writers like Thomas Pynchon, Philip Roth 
and Saul Bellow are more popular abroad American regional writers like 
William Faulkner, Eudora Welty, Catherine Ann Porter and Tennessee Williams 
capture white identity and region more accurately than their urban counterparts. 
The urban America of the post-World War II often does not reflect the concerns 
of the Neo-Conservatives or the Alt-Rights.  McCullers focuses her keen eye on 
the region bringing out its dull strangeness, its paganism and power equations. 
Even with bombast and digression she can still capture the tender immediacy of 
affection between a deaf mute and half-wit, a voyeur and a homosexual, an 
irascible woman and a handicap, a lonely teenager and black servant.  Her 
characters feel a dread if existence and suspicion of social institutions that wreak 
havoc on their beliefs and certitudes. McCullers herself believed in the 
“dreadfulness” of “modern experience” spread by the media and the need for the 
individual to find love in the space they occupy (Williams, 1961 xi-xii).
The Alien Other and the Price of Love
The issues that confront American society today are in many ways similar to the 
issues that confronted McCullers half a century ago. We can see a “sense of 
alikeness” between the 1940s America and 2010s America and read “a small 
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history in a universal light” (O’Connor, 1968 58).  The contentious debates about 
the rise of fundamentalism, xenophobia and racism presenting a challenge to 
personal freedom and liberal values seem to place the works of McCullers in 
mainstream cultural space. Pursuing untutored subterranean desires and 
rejecting the conservative South, McCullers embraces the imprisoned sexuality 
of homosexuals, sadists, voyeurs, lesbians and androgynies and affirming the 
identities of socially outcast, emotionally disjointed and marginalized groups. A 
liberal-minded McCullers creates an African presence and an outsider’s effect in 
her novels by introducing subservient Africans, emotional freaks, wounded 
soldiers and mute dwarfs who must engage with the adolescent spirit of freedom 
and fearlessness “the quiet insolence of the white race” (McCullers, 1981 78). In 
a society of the 1940s, at war with itself, McCullers attempted to tackle 
tendentious issues of a defiant New South, miscegenation and deviant love and 
used her authorial prerogative of an omnipotent creator to render cruel justice to 
the adolescent romanticism she herself was a victim of. McCullers rejects the 
personification of the pure white body, the Caucasian alpha male, the traditional 
female African and the nostalgic Old South to claim “the foreign and strange” in 
individuals and society. Her characters hanker for promiscuity, voluptuousness, 
passionate love making and sexual fulfillment and a yearning for places they 
have never been before. In “Look Homeward, Americans” she writes,
It is a curious emotion, this certain homesickness I have in mind. With 
Americans, it is a national trait, as native to us as the roller-coaster or the 
jukebox. It is not simply longing for the hometown or the country of our 
birth. The emotion is Janus-faced: we are torn between a nostalgia for the 
familiar and an urge for the foreign and strange. As often as not, we are 
homesick most for the places we have never known.
All men are lonely. But sometimes it seems to me that we Americans are the 
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loneliest of all. Our hunger for foreign places and new ways has been with us 
almost like a national disease. Our literature is stamped with a quality of 
longing and unrest and our writers have been great wanderers (McCullers, 
1981 217).
The nostalgia for the known and a desire for the unknown create loneliness, a 
longing, in America which has become a “national disease”. The loneliness 
expresses itself in American writing of the region and city alike. In Saul Bellow 
and Hemingway, it becomes a defining moment of grace, dignity and self-worth, 
while in Southern writers like McCullers and Faulkner it becomes a desire to 
belong, to fulfill a desire or to dominate and control. Though the heart craved for 
fulfillment what it really wanted it did not know. In McCullers the undefined 
yearning created a confusion and a pressure hard to surmount. McCullers 
believed that an “I person” when compared to the “We person” felt “too 
lonesome” and became a “stranger in a strange land” (McCullers, 1946 42). 
Frankie Addams became an “unjoined person” and was afraid of the “small” 
“sudden” world she found herself in (McCullers 1946 3-6). The price of love is 
hurt and loneliness where the heart beats like a rodent. She advises Americans to 
“turn inward” on a new journey of discovery where “nostalgia” and yearning 
could be put to good use (McCullers 1981 220). But turning inward require 
technique, a method which McCullers did not explain. She could sense the 
turmoil within and expressed it through her characters but how the turmoil could 
be understood and overcome she had no method. We do not go to Southern 
literature to find answers to existential problems but to empathize with the 
human predicament. McCullers had the quality of empathy with her characters 
that she communicated to her readers. 
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Spiritual Loneliness in McCullers—Animal or Monk
McCullers characters are monk-like or animal-like representing the stoic 
acceptance of those who have arisen above their limitations and those who have 
not. She explores the deviant and brings out the psychological pressure of a 
dreary life in regional America.  In her essay “The Flowering Dream” reprinted 
in The Mortgaged Heart (1971) McCullers confessed that she wrote about 
“spiritual isolation” of human beings and their incapacity to love. In her own 
words,
Spiritual isolation is the basis of most of my themes. My first book was 
concerned with this, almost entirely, and of all my books since, in one way 
or another. Love, and especially love of a person who is incapable of 
returning or receiving it, is at the heart of my selection of grotesque figures 
to write about—people whose physical incapacity is a symbol of their 
spiritual incapacity to love or to receive love—their spiritual isolation 
(McCullers, 1981 280). 
Often unrequited love and isolation leads to emotionally stunted and grotesque 
individuals. A strong sense of individuality and inability to love creates a 
spiritual loneliness which lies at the heart of American culture. McCullers calls 
it “a great American malady”. The “grotesque figures” in her stories show their 
“spiritual isolation”, their “spiritual incapacity to love or to receive love”. 
McCullers felt that the anxiety of American “quest for identity” can only be 
overcome by love, when human beings move from the “I sense to the We” sense 
(McCullers, 1981 265-266). McCullers unlike her European counterparts, used 
loneliness “to seek out things as individuals, alone” and find a place to finally 
“belong” like Thoreau or Emerson (McCullers, 1981 266). The transcendentalists 
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more influenced by the Indian Vedic tradition could create a place to belong and 
feel one with nature. But McCullers could not. The desire to belong remains 
burning in the hearts of her characters but they lack the maturity, the insight to 
find a method to belong and become one with their environment. So the 
dominant emotion in McCullers is of regret, hurt or ache for something 
unknown.
Tragic Loneliness of the Golden Eyes
To understand the regret and hurt in McCullers we could turn to the novel 
Reflections in A Golden Eye which juxtaposes animal-like passion and desire to 
belong and possess. The hurt and confusion at the heart of the novel and the 
subsequent tragedy that unfolds creates the central vision of the story. The novel 
brings out the loneliness of characters, their inhibitions, frustrations and madness 
born out of their nihilistic perspectives and fed by their small-town mentality. 
The sensual magnetism of Private Williams, the vivacious promiscuity of 
Leonora, the emasculation of Captain Weldon Penderton, the madness of Alison 
and the vengeful malice of Anacleto create a tragic broth of emotions that result 
in tragedy for one and all. To add to the idiosyncrasies of personalities, 
McCullers brings explosive themes of homosexuality, impotence, infidelity and 
cuckoldry. These themes are integrated in the geography of the place. The 
narrator’s eye races across the officer’s barracks, gym, swimming pools and 
forest at a peacetime army camp. The conformity of the army post stands in stark 
contrast to the explosive happenings in private houses of senior army officers. 
McCullers wastes no time in introducing the reflections in the eyes of Private L. 
G. Williams, a reflection both elemental and unique. The reader at once gets 
acquainted with the animal-like aloofness, agility and “watchful innocence” of 
Private Williams’ “amber and brown” eyes. McCullers takes us through his 
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infatuation with the naked beauty of Captain Penderton’s wife Leonora, his 
voyeuristic delight at Leonora’s bedside, his own naked forest sojourns, his 
involvement with Leonora’s horse, the near-homosexual interaction with Captain 
Penderton, and his tragic death in Penderton’s house, leading to tragic 
consequences (McCullers, 1961 2). Obviously the golden eye of the novel has to 
do with Private Williams whose animal like reflection, alertness and urgency 
gives the theme and title of the novel. He moves silently like “a wild creature or a 
thief” and steals into Leonora’s bedroom to watch her sleep” (McCullers, 1962 
2). During the day he takes care of Leonora’s chestnut stallion “the handsomest 
mount” on the dull army post (McCullers, 1961 3). During the night he admires 
her body secretly. However, the focus of attention is Private Williams whose 
mysterious personality haunts the reader just as it haunts Captain Penderton. The 
reflections in the golden eyes are his and McCullers makes us see the world 
according to Private Williams. His infatuation with Leonora’s nakedness is 
juxtaposed against her husband’s scorn for her nymphomaniac exhibitionism. But 
Private Williams is the puzzle and he puzzles the reader. McCullers enters the 
golden eyes of Private Williams and becomes one with his clandestine desires. 
We are then forced into a demonic world of voyeuristic pleasure and danger 
which is increased by the suspense in the story. But before that happens the 
deteriorating relationship of Private Williams is introduced.      
The relationship of Private Williams with Captain Penderton verges on the 
sexual, expressing an attraction and repulsion syndrome. At thirty-five years of 
age Captain Penderton lacks sexual drive and has a “penchant for becoming 
enamoured of his wife’s lovers” (McCullers, 1961 8). We see a picture of a 
sexless coward emerging in the following description of Captain Penderton,
Sexually the Captain obtained within himself a delicate balance between the 
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male and female elements, with the susceptibilities of both the sexes, and the 
active powers of neither. For a person content to withdraw a bit from life, 
and able to collect his scattered passions and throw himself wholeheartedly 
into some impersonal work,, some art or even some crack-brained fixed idea 
such as an attempt to square the circle—for such a person this state of being 
is bearable enough. The Captain had his work and he did not spare himself; 
it was said that he had a brilliant career ahead of him. Perhaps he would not 
have felt this basic lack, or superfluity, if it had not been for his wife. But 
with her he suffered … In his balance between the two great instincts, 
toward life and toward death, the scale was heavily weighted to one side—to 
death. Because of this the Captain was a coward (McCullers, 1961 8) 
McCullers says lots of things about Captain Penderton. The Captain is bisexual, 
impotent and has a love-hate relationship his wife’s lovers, Major Langdon and 
Private Williams. After taking a triple doze of Seconal capsules and has a 
“voluptuous sensation” of a “great dark bird” alighting on his chest “looked at 
him once with fierce, golden eyes, and stealthily enfolded him in his dark wings” 
(44). It all suggests to his thoughts about Private Williams who is waiting outside 
the house for a voyeuristic encounter with Leonora. It is no accident that the 
novel is dedicated to the tall slender Swiss journalist Annemarie Clarac-
Schwarzenbach whom McCullers was enamored with. Annemarie was rich, 
tomboyish, restless and a morphine addict. Both Carson and Annemarie fell in 
love and later Annemarie attempted suicide. However she died in a bike accident 
at 34 with a head injury. She moved away from her husband Reeves through these 
lesbian relationships and Reeves too found different women to love. However 
initially it was difficult for Reeves to accept their relationship. In Illumination 
and Nightmare: The Unfinished Autobiography of Carson McCullers, she tells 
us that Reeves asked her why she was so late with Annemarie,
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‘Are you in love with [Mademoiselle Schwarzenbach]?’
I said I don’t know’
Upon hearing this he slapped her twice like a “panther” (McCullers, 1999 
22). 
Here we see the animal-like reaction of Reeves. The Penderton family and their 
relationship in many ways mirror McCullers and Reeves relationship. Like 
Leonora, Annemarie “was a handsome woman” who “feared neither man, beast, 
nor devil” (McCullers, 1961 5). Like 27-year old Leonora Annemarie also 
entered into a marriage of convenience with French diplomat and confirmed 
homosexual Claude Clarac and fearlessly travelled to Kabul Afghanistan. 
Perhaps the autobiographical turn in McCullers is more than meets the eye. 
However Leonora is one of the rare breeds of atheists, who has never read the 
Bible and looks down on Christ—“what sort of person would want to ride a 
jackass” she inquires (13). She openly has a relationship with Major Morris 
Langdon whose “big-nosed” Job-like wife Alison wastes herself upon neglect 
and turns neuter by cutting her nipples with garden shears (McCullers, 1961, 25, 
41).
The seriousness of the novel is often punctuated by comic scenes of personal and 
social life that punctuate the morbid intensity of the story. There are scenes of 
nakedness, house parties, card playing, voyeurism and cuckoldry that aid the 
reader in understanding the abnormal. In one scene, Lenora runs naked in the 
house to ridicule her impotent husband watched secretly from the outside by 
Private Williams who has never seen a naked woman before. She becomes 
infatuated with her as he would with a “dark dream” (McCullers, 1961 15-16). 
The dread of existence and belief in intuition can subvert any ideology or ism. 
The ordinary folks live by social approval while the artist and lunatic pursue a 
vision free from norms or standards (Williams, 1961 xii). The ordinary folks are 
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trying to live up to a social code which creates a modern sense of anxiety fed by 
the newspaper which conflates the “awful” in the world. The novel creates a 
fragmented vision of society where each person is isolated by his predicament 
and unable to change the nature or content of their lives. McDowell argues that 
McCullers is not a great artist as she creates Private Williams devoid of 
“extremes of feeling”. Private Williams cannot become a “truly developed 
human being capable of relating to other human beings or capable of forming 
even the most elementary moral discriminations” (McDowell, 1980 57). 
McCullers uses the landscape to enter the human consciousness and bring out the 
subliminal dreams and passions. The pictorial is her way to explore the minds of 
her characters. The pictorial description of the Southern landscape of Georgia 
with its trees and stars and “misty lavender glow” of sunsets stand in stark relief 
against the “emotional underworld” of her characters and this pitting of the two 
worlds, the outer and the inner terrifies the reader (McCullers, 1961 68, 96). A 
dull monotony of peace pervades the army post as the novel opens. The inside of 
houses is strange “filled with the rose glow of the fire and gray flickering 
shadows” where grotesque shapes like that of a peacock with an “immense 
golden eye” reflecting something, no one knows what (McCullers, 1961 75). 
McCullers writes about the exploration of the mind in her writing,
The mind is like a richly woven tapestry in which the colors are distilled 
from the convolutions of the intellect. The mind of Private Williams was 
imbued with various colors of strange tones, but it was without delineation, 
void of form” (McCullers, 1961 79).
The story belongs to Private Williams, but observed by the writer. It is a story 
told through the mind of a man which like an animal has no “form” or 
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intellectual pattern. It is elemental, primeval and instinctive. And we are left with 
intense compulsion without consciousness. The strange attraction of Private 
Williams to Leonora and stranger still the Captain’s “aching want for contact 
between them of some sort” was quite tantalizing (McCullers, 1961 81). The 
heterosexual voyeur and the homosexual impotent are joined by a secret longing. 
The longing grows in him like a “disease” (McCullers, 1961 95).
McCullers builds her stories around a single event or emotion—a murder, an 
obsession, a wish, a friendship and conflates it from the inside. She is fascinated 
by the images and colors of a wild, untutored mind that leaves behind strange 
reflections and stranger stories. The architecture, the happenings are quite 
repetitious as if organized around a “rigid pattern” (McCullers, 1961 1). The 
world is “insular” and strange often corrupted by uncontrollable desires. Lost in 
a godless universe characters seek an inward reckoning to make sense of the 
world they live in. In The Member of a Wedding a 12-year old Frankie Addams 
feels she belongs to something when she imagines she is a member of her 
brother’s wedding. Alison finds most of the people around her corrupt: “Morris 
Langdon in his blunt way was as stupid and heartless as a man could be. Leonora 
was nothing but an animal. And thieving Weldon Penderton was at bottom 
hopelessly corrupt. What a gang” (McCullers, 1961 68). McCullers prose has the 
“quality of dreams”, some “strange thing to think about” (McCullers, 1961 74).
The eccentric Francophile Filipino immigrant Anacleto enters. In McCullers the 
extraordinary emerges from the ordinary. McCullers takes us through the 
seasons and then brings us to the house of Pendertons where Leonora and Major 
Morris Langdon are playing cards. Captain Penderton has felt “an emotional 
regards for the Major that was the nearest thing to love that he had ever known”. 
The Captain feels emasculated and carries his “cuckoldry with a cynical good 
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grace that was respected on the post” (McCullers, 1961 25).  
The scene where the Captain discovers Private Williams by the bedside of his 
wife and shoots him dead is a scene out of Faulkner and Hitchcock combined. 
McCullers enters the psychological unknown and brings out a great scene in the 
denouement. 
Afterward the Captain was to tell himself that in this one instant he knew 
everything. Actually, in a moment when a great but unknown shock is 
expected, the mind instinctively prepares itself by abandoning momentarily 
the faculty of surprise. In that vulnerable instant a kaleidoscope of half-
guessed possibilities project themselves, and when the disaster has defined 
itself there is the feeling of having understood beforehand in some 
supernatural way” (McCullers, 1961 110-11).
McCullers at once reveals the benumbing shock and heightened awareness of a 
vulnerable moment and the way the mind responds to it. After shooting Private 
Williams dead the Captain slumps “against the wall” like a “broken and 
dissipated monk” (McCullers, 1961 111). 
Through her stories McCullers captures, the “half-guessed possibilities” of the 
mind and explains human motives in a “supernatural way.” By a supernatural 
way she implies a primordial understanding of motives, an understanding that 
does not take place in the denouement but something that happens “beforehand” 
and intuitively. The end has already been decided by the way the characters are 
created and the circumstances they find themselves in. In McCullers there falls a 
shadow between reason and intellect, compulsiveness and consciousness as she 
tries to understand the shades of meaning. She takes Southern writing into 
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strange new directions and reveals the strange compulsive soul of America where 
loneliness presides as a lesser God. There is commiseration in her stories, they 
are tragic facts of life that play out their purpose and leave a bitter sweet residue 
behind.  
McCullers perception has an intense madness, a new urgency as she represents 
race, gender, class or human frailty. Her characters, like her, want to escape the 
dark heat of passion, the dreariness of small towns and their incapacity to love; 
they want to make sense of the world they live in.  Often they are not conscious 
of their impulsiveness and occasionally when they do they are incapable to 
transcending their limitations or becoming conscious of their surroundings. 
McCullers characters race towards their tragic destinies unable to transform or 
change themselves or their environment. She uses fiction to experiment with the 
subliminal, exploring the dark subconscious with the same intensity as Flannery 
O’Connor or Zola Hurston. She goes deeper into the human psyche than other 
American writers of her time and pulls out extraordinary characters form the 
dark world of the South, “choked up with too many people” (McCullers, 1961 
66). After half a century of her writing, America once more feels choked up with 
too many people and finds contentious ways to deal with them, based on race, 
ideology and identity. Reading McCullers today we are hounded by the ghosts of 
loneliness, unrequited love, selfishness, jealousy, hatred that once propelled 
American society to seek redemption.
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